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IF I HAD MY WAY, I WOULD HAVE HAD GARY fixed when he was younger," Charity Blazek says, referring to her son. A solid, no-nonsense woman, she is sitting in the cramped living room of the apartment Gary shares with his wife and two children. "They still did it back then. But the doctors told me that he was too old - he was 10 or so - and he would resent it." Gary Blazek, 45 years old and mentally retarded, nods in agreement. 

His 8-year-old daughter, Sarah, who is personable and not mentally retarded, watches him from behind a chair. A tall man with long arms that he waves when he talks, Gary Blazek can't understand street addresses. When he leaves the grounds of the subsidized-housing project in Portland, Ore., he must find his way by landmarks. His parents think his I.Q. is in the upper 50's; a caseworker estimates that it is probably closer to 70. Gary himself can't remember. 

Sarah's mother, too, is mentally handicapped. With an I.Q. of 77, Teresa Blazek is considered borderline intelligent. An earnest woman with red-gold hair and a shy smile, Teresa doesn't look disabled. But even simple reading and math confuse her. Then there is Sarah's older brother, Donald. In special-education programs for developmental delays, attention-deficit disorder and hyperactivity, Donald lives in fear of big kids on bikes. He has poky ears and a perpetual cowlick; the kids call him Ronald McDonald. 

Though only in the third grade, Sarah is already smarter than the rest of her immediate family. She is a beautiful girl with fine brown hair, freckles and a direct, unnerving gaze. The past six months have been difficult for Sarah. She is showing signs of puberty, and at home she's nervous, often fretful, whiny and disobedient. She's having trouble in school and has been sent to group counseling. "My mom," she says, "isn't good at homework." With the decline in institutionalization, the end of forcible sterilization and the increasing recognition of individual rights, the number of mentally handicapped parents appears to be rising. By one estimate, about 120,000 babies are born each year to mentally retarded mothers. Contrary to popular perception, most of these children - like Sarah - are not retarded. Mental retardation (still the proper medical term) has many causes, from illness in pregnancy to environmental deprivation. 

Only a minority of cases are hereditary. A mentally retarded parent has no greater chance of having an impaired child than other parents. Though Sarah did not inherit her parents retardation, she has been affected by their limitations. She lags in reading and writing. She has been in speech therapy since preschool. "Gary and I don't always talk in complete sentences, like normal people," Teresa says, with disconcerting directness. 

Gary and Teresa know well that they are handicapped. "Gary's mother asks me, 'Why don't you just say it?' " Teresa leans close and whispers the word: "You know, retarded. Gary, he was raised to be honest about it. Me, I wasn't." 

Still, the couple say little about Sarah's lack of retardation. Perhaps it is because most of their friends are mentally handicapped - it is their culture, their world. You get the impression that, for them, what we think of as normal is simply the absence of retardation. That being "normal" might have its own world, with different expectations, does not seem to occur to them. 

The Blazeks try hard to be good parents. They admit that they need help and are willing to ask for it. They work closely with Sarah's teachers and enlist the aid of social workers, whom Teresa calls her "angels." They take their children to church and Bible study. Sarah's principal, Kevin Fordney, says that Teresa is one of the most dedicated parents he has met. 

But there are limits to what they can do. Neither drives or works. They live within a fragile support system of welfare, disability assistance, charity and help from family. A simple problem can turn quickly into crisis. One evening in January, Gary felt sick and, positive that the thermometer read 107, insisted on calling an ambulance. His fever was 100.7. 

Sarah's grandmother sees a world of trouble ahead. "I hate to say it, but she is going to run, right over her mom and dad," Charity says. 0n the eve of adolescence, Sarah Blazek is looking around her for a way to grow up. 

VERY LITTLE IS KNOWN ABOUT FAMILIES headed by mentally retarded parents, and even less is being done for them. Alexander J. Tymcliuk, director of the Share-U.C.L.A. Parenting Project, a community-service program in Southern California, says that such families are "hopelessly understudied and underprovided for," mostly because of a chronic lack of funds. Marsha Blanco, chief executive officer for the Pittsburgh branch of the Arc (a national organization on mental retardation), says: "We do know that when a mom becomes pregnant or has children, and she has significant mental disabilities, that it is going to be tougher for her to be a good parent. That child is at risk." 

Blanco oversees a program called Esprit (Education System for Parents Who Are Retarded With Infants and Toddlers), one of only 30 to 40 such programs in the country. For a mother who cannot tell time, for example, Esprit workers might set up a series of clock faces on her wall, each showing a feeding time; she can match them with her watch. They might teach another parent that keeping a baby warm doesn't mean putting the crib flush against the radiator. But what happens when such children reach Sarah's age and have to deal with friendships, peer conflicts and the desire for independence? 

With enough money to serve only parents of younger children, Blanco says that she sees a lot of behavioral problems as children grow up. "in some cases you get reverse parenting," she says. "In some circumstances you get embarrassment and rebellion." In one study of 27 school-age children of mentally retarded mothers, all experienced academic or behavioral problems. 

"This is the most troubling issue I face in my work," says Bill West, the adult case coordinator with the Arc in Portland, Ore. For years, West, a genial man, made his rounds of mentally retarded parents and then children, offering assistance like filling out food-stamp forms and finding free clothing. He counted the Blazeks among his cases until a new case manager took over in the fall. West says that the Blazeks are doing better than any of the hundred families he has worked with. But he knows the difficulties even they face. "I wish people with developmental disabilities would not have children," he says. 

While forced sterilization largely ended in the 60's, the idea lingers. "There is no other group for whom such a discussion occurs," says Tymchuk. "Not for parents with visual, auditory, physical or other medical disabilities, not for parents who are addicted, alcoholic or emotionally disturbed and not even for parents who are criminals. 

Teresa and Gary know what sterilization is. In the years since Gary's parents decided against having their son sterilized, Charity and her husband, Don Blazek, have been dealing with the consequences. One of four siblings - the rest are of normal intelligence - Gary was raised to be as independent as possible. But his parents never intended or wanted him to have children. 

The reason, Charity says, became apparent when her grandchildren came. For 10 years, Charity and Don have answered questions, bathed babies and bought themselves cars large enough to haul the whole family for vacations and school conferences. They check in almost every day, by phone or in person. Without their constant help, it is doubtful that the couple could have managed for this long. 

Gary and Teresa have their own love story. They met while working at a charity-created job. "I wanted to have children and a wife and I figured, this is the one lady who would sit with me," Gary says. "Have patience with me." Teresa teases: "Sometimes!" She pauses. "I think he was the right one, someone to talk to." She laughs. "He's my big baby." 

Married for 13 years, they planned both their children, which is unusual among the cognitively impaired. (Teresa makes a point of revealing that, after having Sarah she had a tubal ligation.) Michael Wehmeyer, a former special-education teacher who now works with the Arc, says that only a minority of mentally retarded students are taught sex education or parenting skills because no one expects them to have children. 

It is common to characterize a retarded person as having the mental ability of a second or third grader. But Teresa and Gary have the desires, the need for intimacy and the self-consciousness of adults. Gary tells about the time his parents took them all camping,, and Teresa blushes. "They said to us: 'You , two go on down to the lake, have some time to yourself. We'll watch the kids.' And we were out there, all by ourselves, skinny-dipping!" 

IN THE BLAZEKS' LIVING ROOM ONE afternoon, Gary tries to set up a game called Mouse Trap. He can't read the instructions so he peers at the pictures, confused. He is determined to do it himself; in the meantime Sarah sings, flops around, crawls under the table and spells words out loud. Texas? "T-E-" she falters. Gary bellows at her in correction, "It's TX!" Teresa chides back: "Don't abbreviate." But neither can help Sarah spell the word. 

Gary tends to conduct long and often incomprehensible monologues. He gets more and more wound up until he is ranting. "He's a chatterbox," Sarah says, snickering. "Shush," says Teresa. 

Gary and Teresa frequently shush Sarah and Donald, which may partly explain why Sarah's speech seems to be deteriorating. She slurs her words, mutilates her tenses and sometimes falls into a brief, staccato stutter. At times, her open vowel sounds and stilted sentences sound like unconscious imitations of her parents. Charity Blazek believes that her granddaughter's problems come from the lack of stimulation. "Teresa and Gary are not challenging her on a daily basis like most parents would," she says. "If Sarah needs help reading, she knows Teresa can't do it. Make no mistake: Gary and Teresa dearly love their children." But she is unsure what can be done. 

At school a few days later, Sarah bounds into class, stuffing her jacket into a numbered plastic bag, part of a schoolwide war against head lice. Away from her parents, Sarah is more rambunctious; her words tumble over one another as she flits from topic to topic. The room is abuzz with conspiratorial talk of the weekend. Sarah joins a group of girls, smiling broadly. "I saw 'Spice World'!" brags one. Sarah giggles. "I played with a friend," she says. 

The teacher quiets the class. It's Groundhog Day, and she has a writing exercise for them. Can animals really predict the weather? Sarah has an opinion - "No," she strikes her head but by the time she painstakingly writes the first sentence of her essay, some of the other children have already written a paragraph. 

Before she can finish, it is time for speech and language therapy. Sarah trots down the hallway along with another child. The therapist goes over her homework with her, gently pointing out that Sarah his forgotten to capitalize a name. "Oh," Sarah says, biting her lip, "my mom forgot that part." 

On this day she has not finished much of her homework. Yet when she is called on in her reading group to define a consonant, she answers eagerly and accurately. Her speech, too, is better in school than at home. That Sarah's upbringing would affect her performance is understandable. The surprise is how it affects other areas of development like physical education, where she is having trouble jumping rope. As with her speech, it is hard not to notice that her gawkish movements mirror those of her parents. 

Later in the week, Sarah is at home copying cursive U's and I's on her work sheets. She stops in frustration and massages her hand. She has been at her homework for two hours, and she hasn't come close to finishing this one exercise. "It's hard!" she yells, and then throws down her tablet and runs through the apartment, ending up in the laundry room, looking for forbidden cookies. Teresa makes her return. "I told her she has to finish," she says. Sarah works for a few more minutes and then abandons it again. This time Teresa doesn't say anything. 

Her bedroom is tiny, festooned with paintings from school, toys, old teddy bears and dusty figurines. A stack of Dr. Seuss books spills from the shelf above her narrow bed. Despite her problems in school, she shows off each project with relish. A painted tree becomes an exercise in color mixing, "Red and blue here, this makes purple. And blue and yellow makes green. See?" She has painted little paper figures on Popsicle sticks, to make a hand ballet. "See? 'The Nutcracker."' She waves them about. "I told her maybe someday we could go see 'The Nutcracker,' " Teresa says, appearing in, the doorway. Sarah doesn't reply. She shoves the Nutcracker figures in the paper bag she uses to carry extra schoolwork home and then sprawls back and looks out the window. 

Site is tall for her age, slim but soft. When her mother is not around, Sarah admits that she "gets mad" when her father yells. She is more comfortable complaining about the other children in the housing complex, how they tease her and Donald. "'They say stuff to us all the time like 'retards,' " she says quietly, with her particular piercing gaze. "I hate it." 

Someone who can relate to Sarah's feelings is Carol Ronai, a sociologist at the University of Memphis. She, too, was raised by a mentally retarded parent. It is a background that is seldom admitted, she says, yet she doesn't believe it's so uncommon. But it was difficult. Her mother wouldn't let her wash her hair more than once a week; she took over when Ronai played with dolls; she was abusive. "I feel ambivalent - one moment protective of my mother, the next furious and the next profoundly sad," Ronai says. 

For a child who is more intelligent than her parents, the issue of identity is crucial. "If there are other people in the family, you can use them to construct a potential definition of self, rather than using your parents," Ronai says, "because who they are is not acceptable." 

It is a dilemma Sarah may soon face. Can she move beyond her parents without rejecting them? "Though my mother loved me, I betrayed her by growing up," Ronai says. "She was not growing with me, and as time went by, she became an embarrassment and a liability." 

IT HAS BEEN A HARD YEAR ALL AROUND FOR the Blazeks. In the fall, Gary's drinking, long used to offset the hyperactivity caused by psychotropic medication, had gotten out of hand. Charity and Don pressured Gary to enter alcohol treatment in October, and he has been sober since. Then Don Blazek had bypass surgery. He and Charity can no longer help as they used to. Right below the surface of the Blazeks' independence runs a current of incapacity. One lost handgrip and they will be pulled under. 

Money is always the looming concern. Parents with mild or borderline retardation constantly face hardship. Despite her significant impairment, Teresa does not qualify for any Federal or county subsidies for the disabled. She gets $164 a month in aid for dependent children for herself and Sarah. Paradoxically, it is mental illness, not cognitive impairment, that has insured the Blazek family income. Gary has been given a diagnosis of schizophrenia, which helps him qualify for $567 a month in Supplementary Security Income, the Federal disability program for the poor. Donald receives S.S.I. for his developmental delays, too. Altogether, the family gets $1,337 a month. 

Last August, however, they received a letter informing them that as a result of the 1996 welfare reforms, Donald was losing his S.S.I., without which the family income would drop to $905 a month. Donald, who at 10 has trouble matching his shoes to the right feet and who flashes his buttocks at strangers, was said to be not delayed enough. (With the assistance of Bernadine Douglas of the Arc, the Blazeks successfully appealed that decision.) 

Where is Sarah in all this? She has yet to step into a parenting role with her mother and father. Instead, she ignores their grown-up worries and dashes in and out through the sliding glass door to the playground, where her new friends - two girls who just moved in to the project wait. They are holding a jump-rope, which Sarah recoils from slightly. But she doesn't hesitate when her turn comes, and, singing schoolgirl songs, she jumps with all her might. Gary, who has stepped outside to have a smoke, watches her, delighted. 

As Sarah's independence grows, though, her parents are turning the screws. "Sarah started acting up, so I had to hit her with the wooden spoon a few times to make her mind," Teresa says on the phone, sounding tired. "Then I locked her outside in the cold. I don't know what else to do." 

This is the discomforting side to mental retardation, the side ignored in "Forrest Gump" romanticism. Teresa and Gary can be irrational in their anger. Subtle methods of discipline are often beyond them. "Sarah gets bossy," Teresa says. "Like a little mother hen. She needs to learn how to control herself." 

Ronai has her own memories of her mother's efforts to control her. "Discipline?" she says. "That's a joke. You can manipulate up one side and down the other. You can have that parent doing pretty much, and believing pretty much, anything you want them to." 

And yet the family is warm. Teresa loves to cook - turkey, beans, cookies made from cake mix. On the way in from school, Donald and Sarah throw their jackets over the back of the kitchen chairs, and then sprawl together on the couch to watch videos. And like every other mother in the world, Teresa asks, "What did you do in school today?" 

What do Gary and Teresa want their daughter to be when she grows up? Neither has an answer. Sarah does: "A teacher." Teresa and Gary will never be able to provide the same guidance as normal parents. But some parents born with greater gifts do far worse. Public and private support to enable programs to send specialists into the homes of mentally retarded parents on a long-term basis would do much to provide the children the stimulation and direction they need. 

For Gary and Teresa Blazek, parent may be the most esteemed.position they will ever hold. Their children offer a rare, crucial source of pride. It seems unfair to judge them for wanting to wear this one cloak of adult competence. Being parents, they can no longer be considered children. 

The desire for family, after all, is not limited to people who score high on I.Q. tests. "I think everybody wants to be a parent when they get older, when they mature," Teresa says. As her mother talks, Sarah comes and curls up next to her on the couch. Teresa tells about a friend who refuses to use the phone book. "I have a hard time finding numbers sometimes, too," she explains, stroking her d;tughter's hair. "But I keep on trying, even if it takes a long time."   
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